Gugu Badhun: people of the Valley of Lagoons by Cadet-James, Yvonne et al.

Gugu Badhun

Gugu Badhun
People of the Valley of Lagoons 
Yvonne Cadet-James
Robert Andrew James
Sue McGinty
Russell McGregor
AIATSIS Research Publications is an imprint of Aboriginal Studies Press.
First published in 2017 by AIATSIS Research Publications
© Australian Institute of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Studies, 2017
All rights reserved. Apart from any fair dealing for the purposes of private study, research, 
criticism or review, as permitted under the Copyright Act 1968 (Cth) (the Act), no part of this 
paper may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, 
including photocopying, recording or by any information storage and retrieval system, without 
prior permission in writing from the publisher. The Act also allows a maximum of one chapter 
or 10 per cent of this paper, whichever is the greater, to be photocopied or distributed digitally by 
any educational institution for its educational purposes, provided that the educational institution 
(or body that administers it) has given a remuneration notice to Copyright Agency Limited (CAL) 
under the Act.
Australian Institute of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Studies
GPO Box 553, Canberra ACT 2601
Phone: (61 2) 6246 1111
Fax: (61 2) 6261 4285
Email: researchpublications@aiatsis.gov.au
Web: www.aiatsis.gov.au
National Library of Australia Cataloguing-in-Publication entry:
Creator: Cadet-James, Yvonne
Title: Gugu Badhun: people of the Valley of Lagoons / Yvonne Cadet-James,  
Robert Andrew James, Sue McGinty, Russell McGregor
ISBN: 9781922102645 (pbk)
ISBN: 9781922102652 (ebook: pdf)
ISBN: 9781922102669 (ebook: epub)
Notes: Includes bibliographical references
Subjects: Aboriginal Australians--Queensland, North--History
 Europeans--Queensland, North--History
  Aboriginal Australians--Queensland, North--First contact with Europeans
  Valley of Lagoons (Qld.)--History
  Valley of Lagoons (Qld.)--Race relations
Typeset in Garamond by Amity Raymont, Australia
Printed by SOS Printing, Australia
Cover image: ‘Gugu Badhun creation story’ © Harry Gertz, Shannon Gertz and Vanessa Gertz 1994
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander readers are respectfully advised that this book contains names 
and photographs of deceased persons, and culturally sensitive material.
Every effort has been made to contact copyright owners. If a photograph appears in this book 
without due acknowledgement, please contact the publishers.
AIATSIS acknowledges the funding support of the Department of the Prime Minister and 
Cabinet (PM&C).
Contents
Illustrations .................................................................................................................................... vi 
Preface ............................................................................................................................................. x
Acknowledgments .................................................................................................................... xii
About this book ......................................................................................................................... xiii
Introduction ................................................................................................................................ xiv
Chapter 1  Yaru Gugubadhungu .......................................................................... 1
Chapter 2  Intruders .............................................................................................. 14
Chapter 3  Clash ..................................................................................................... 23
Chapter 4 Letting in .............................................................................................. 31
Chapter 5  Protection .......................................................................................... 37
Chapter 6  Kidnapping .......................................................................................... 45
Chapter 7  Life under the Act ........................................................................... 52
Chapter 8  Station life ........................................................................................... 62
Chapter 9  Changes on the stations ............................................................... 70
Chapter 10 Leaving country, seeking opportunity ...................................... 79
Chapter 11 Education ............................................................................................ 91
Chapter 12 Political activists ................................................................................ 97
Chapter 13 Country and identity today ........................................................ 107
Appendix: How this history was written ........................................................................ 122
Notes ........................................................................................................................................... 127
References ...................................................................................................................................139
vi
Illustrations
Between pages xvi–1
Ernie Hoolihan, 2006 (From video by Ralph Rigby) 
Richard Hoolihan, 2006 (From video by Agnes Hannan) 
Ernie Raymont, 2005 (From video by Agnes Hannan) 
Jeffrey Kennedy, 2006 (From video by Bob James) 
Flora Hoolihan, 2004 (From video by Ralph Rigby) 
Harry Gertz Jnr, 2006 (From video by Ralph Rigby) 
Don Atkinson, 2005 (From video by Agnes Hannan) 
Hazel Illin, 2006 (From video by Bob James) 
Ailsa Snider on country at Reedy Brook station on the Burdekin, 2004 
(Photo Sue McGinty) 
Alan Atkinson, 2007 (From video by Bob James) 
Frank Gertz, 2006 (From video by Ralph Rigby) 
Sisters Beryl Buller and Kathy Edwards, 2006 (From video by Bob James) 
Noel Gertz, 2005 (From video by Ralph Rigby) 
Elsie Thomson, 2006 (From video by Bob James) 
Vincent Snider, 2006 (From video by Bob James) 
Margaret Gertz, 2005 (From video by Agnes Hannan) 
Dale Gertz, on country, 2008 (Photo Lachlan McMahon) 
Yvonne Cadet-James on country at Reedy Brook station on the Burdekin, 2004 
(Photo Sue McGinty) 
Between pages 48–49
Lillian Cooktown looks over a small, semi-permanent lagoon in old lava on 
Reedy Brook station, 2006; note the vegetation growing both in and 
around the water (Photo Bob James) 
Valley of Lagoons homestead across the large, semi-permanent lake, 
Yanggarrji (Pelican Lake), 2006; a large number of waterfowl can be seen as 
black spots in the water (Photo Bob James) 
Ludwig Leichhardt, 1813–1848 (by Charles Rodius, 1846; NLA, available 
http://nla.gov.au/nla.obj-135230073/view accessed 23 Mar 2017)
Illustrations
vii
Native Mounted Police, Rockhampton, 1864 (Queensland Police Museum, no. 0305) 
Harry Goertz (or Gertz), 1970 (Photo Peter Sutton, courtesy Peter Sutton 
and AIATSIS)
‘A Mob of Angora Goats’ (Photo from Pastoralists’ Review, 1911, courtesy 
Alan Atkinson) 
‘A Group at the Blacks’ Camp, Valley of Lagoons’ (Photo from Pastoralists’ Review, 
1911, courtesy Alan Atkinson) 
‘The Owner, Manager & Staff, Valley of Lagoons’, 1911 (Photo from Pastoralists’ 
Review, courtesy Alan Atkinson). Ailsa Snider, Gugu Badhun elder, has 
advised that ‘Skinny Minnie’ and ‘Big Minnie’ are at either end of the back 
row of the photo and, in front, are Harry Gertz and Caesar Murray.
Dick Hoolihan, 1929 (Photo courtesy Hoolihan family) 
Nancy Gertz, Valley of Lagoons station, early 1930s (Photo courtesy Gertz family) 
Patrick Boyd, Narda Kennedy and Beverley Kennedy, 2006 
(From video by Bob James) 
Plaque given to ‘Lava, King of Valley of Lagoons’ (From video by Bob James, 2006, 
courtesy Hazel Illin) 
Logo of Gugu Badhun Limited, indicating connectedness of families  
Sue and Henry Atkinson and Coralie Sondermeyer (née Atkinson), 2006 
(From video by Bob James) 
Mundie, hand-clipping the lawn at Valley of Lagoons station homestead, 1937 
(Photo courtesy Anna Hassett) 
Ethel Gertz, Molly Gertz, ‘Big Minnie’, ‘Skinny Minnie’ and Nancy Gertz, late 1930s 
(Photo courtesy Gertz family) 
Caesar Murray (Photo courtesy Gertz family) 
Parky Atkinson, also known as Parky Wollogorang, outside his shack on the bank 
of the Clarke River, 1983 (Photo courtesy John Andersen) 
The children of the manager and the workers play together, Greenvale 
station, late 1930s. Henry Atkinson, George Morganson, Coralie Son- 
dermeyer  (née Atkinson) and Cherry Morganson. George and Cherry 
Morganson are the grandchildren of Bill Morganson Snr. 
 (Photo courtesy H. Atkinson) 
Playmates: Eric Gertz, Dulcie and Olive Chapman (daughters of the manager), 
and Ethel and Molly Gertz, late 1920s (Photo courtesy Gertz Family) 
A young Frank Gertz in his toy car, late 1930s. At left is Eric Gertz and behind 
the car is Eddie Gertz (Photo courtesy Gertz family) 
Nancy Gertz and Harry Gertz (Photos courtesy Anna Hassett and Gertz family, 
respectively)
Musterers, Greenvale station, 1935 (Photo courtesy Henry Atkinson) 
Fixing a buckboard at Valley of Lagoons station around 1930; from left, 
Jerry, manager Richard Chapman, Harry Gertz and Caesar Murray 
(Photo courtesy of Gertz family) 
Illustrations
viii
Between pages 96–97
Molly Gertz near Reedy Brook, on Reddy Brook station, late 1950s 
(Photo courtesy Gertz family. Photo taken by Ailsa Snider)
Mosely Dickman’s children were raised around Murray Upper; two 
— Joseph and Patricia — appear in this 1966 school photo 
(Photo courtesy Murray Upper School)
A young Noel Gertz pictured in the 1960s with his maternal grandfather, Dick 
Hoolihan, his father Frank Gertz and his paternal great-grandfather 
Harry Gertz, representing four generations (Photo courtesy Gertz family)
Valley of Lagoons ringers, late 1930s: Henry Gertz (b. 1914), Johnny Tooth 
Jnr, Ernie Gertz (b. 1916), Eric Gertz (B. 1917) and Johnny Tooth Snr 
(Photo courtesy Gertz family)
Janine and Ben Gertz with Senator Jan McLucas (on left) and Alec McConnell 
(at back) at the ALP Regional Conference in Townsville in October 2008 
(Photo courtesy Alec McConnell)
Janine Gertz, United Nations, New York, 2012 (Photo courtesy Teela May)
Justice John Logan of the Federal Court of Australia with Noel Gertz (left) and 
Ernie Hoolihan (seated), 1 August 2012 (Photo Bob James)
Eight Gugu Badhun children with two friends on the bank of the upper Burdekin 
River at Reedy Brook station in the heart of Gugu Badhun  country. Back 
row (from left): Jake Johnston, Tyrone Wallace, Alick Preston, Isaiah 
Wallace; Middle row (from left): Jacob Wallace, Jarryd Gertz, Tristan 
Cox; Front row (left to right): Masalgi Mills, Mariah Mills, Alex Gertz 
(Photo Lachlan McMahon, 2008)
Cultural Camp, Reedy Brook, 2004 (Photo Sue McGinty)
View from site of Cultural Camp, looking upstream, with ford and jumping tree 
in the background and the smaller jumping tree in the foreground, 2004 
(Photo Sue McGinty)
Senior Gugu Badhun Richard Hoolihan (on left, white shirt) leads adolescents in 
discussion around fire, 2006. Note adults on fringes, ready to give advice or 
information (Photo Bob James) 
Jarryd Gertz (right) with his father, Dale, and brothers Ben and Alex, on country, 2006 
(Photo Bob James)
Dickman siblings Patricia Anderson, Lillian Galipo, Peter Dickman and Pauline 
Stackpoole, 2006 (From video by Bob James)
The Dickman family at their first camp in 2007; Natalie Buller and her sons Victor 
Murgha and Joshua Buller (Photo Bob James)
Beryl Buller and grandson Joshua Buller, with Dale Gertz and Ailsa Snider, 2007 
(Photo Bob James)
ix
Illustrations
Maps
Map 1. Queensland, Australia, showing location of Gugu Badhun 
country (Source: Adella Edwards, Connect Spatial; data: 
Geoscience Australia, Australian topographic data 1:5 million) 
Map 2. Relief map showing northern boundaries of the Burdekin  
River catchment area (heavy line) and approximate Gugu 
Badhun country (shaded grey) (Source: Adella Edwards, 
Connect Spatial; basemap: Open Street Map OCM Landscape; 
rivers — Geoscience Australia 1:1 million topographic data; 
catchments and subcatchments — Government of Queensland)
Map 3. Language groups adjacent to Gugu Badhun country; Girringun 
Aboriginal Corporation map from Dreamtime Tracks brochure 
(Source: Adella Edwards, Connect Spatial; data: rivers and 
coastline — Geoscience Australia 1:1 million topographic data; 
national parks — Government of Queensland estate)
Tables
Table 1. Summary of Recorded Interviews
Table 2. Research question Schedule [used for both projects]
Table 3. Gugu Badhun family relationships of interviewees including 
earliest known oral history sources
 xv
3
4
124
125
126
xPreface
The Gugu Badhun creation story of Numunali the bronzed-winged pigeon 
and Bunbunba the pheasant, that has been handed down from one generation 
to the next in our oral history, marks a 20,000-year-old geological event. The 
story explains how the lava flow from the Kinrara Volcano created the Gugu 
Badhun landscape. It is an important creation story which explains how the 
Gugu Badhun universe was formed. It is our cosmology.
The ancient lava flow caused the creation of the mountains, valleys, and 
permanent spring-fed creeks that are the beginning and the source of the 
Burdekin River — the life giver to the Gugu Badhun plants and animals. The 
upper Burdekin — or the black Burdekin — River gave sustenance and life to 
country and our people for millennia. The same ecology and natural resources 
that supported and maintained Gugu Badhun people for thousands of years 
were also attractive to the colonisers. The permanent spring-fed creeks, 
lagoons and open grassy woodlands of the area were regarded as prime grazing 
country and, in the late 1800s, the pastoralists moved in.
The arrival of the Europeans saw Gugu Badhun people dispersed through-
out North Queensland, with some forcibly removed to reserves and missions, 
some Gugu Badhun staying on country to work with the pastoral industry 
and some Gugu Badhun moving away to engage in the broader education and 
employment opportunities which were emerging across North Queensland 
at the time. Colonisation irreversibly changed the landscape of country and 
the lives of the Gugu Badhun people. While the story of the Gugu Badhun 
Nation is one of dispossession and disbursement, it is also a story of resilience, 
survival, adaptation, kinship, and community.
The first of August 2012 — the day of Gugu Badhun No. 2 Native 
Title Consent Determination — will be marked in Gugu Badhun modern 
history as an important occasion for our people. It was on this day that the 
Federal Court of Australia finally recognised something that we have always 
known: our people, the Gugu Badhun people, are the original inhabitants 
of the upper Burdekin region of North Queensland. Eighteen years after we 
lodged our initial application, the Federal Court of Australia affirmed within 
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the Australian legal system that Gugu Badhun people have maintained an 
on-going, unbroken cultural and spiritual connection to the land which we call 
Gugu Badhun country. The Native Title Consent Determination, Hoolihan (and 
others) on behalf of the Gugu Badhun People #2 v State of Queensland recognises the 
Gugu Badhun people’s native title rights and interests in over approximately 
650,000 hectares of land.
Some of our Gugu Badhun people live on country today; however, a large 
number of Gugu Badhun people now reside and are engaged in employment 
within major regional centres across North Queensland (off-country) and 
within other states and territories of Australia. While some Gugu Badhun 
have migrated outside our ancestral lands we have, as an Aboriginal Nation, 
maintained our cultural identity and spiritual connection with our traditional 
lands through regular, purposeful visits to Gugu Badhun country, exercising 
our right to access our country to camp, to hunt, to gather traditional foods 
and medicines, as well as participate in decision making as a community on 
matters relating to our country, culture, laws and customs.
Continuing the cultural and spiritual connections with country that have 
been forged over millennia, the Gugu Badhun people are working to maintain 
a modern identity that has its foundation in country and tradition but is 
forward-looking and adaptive to our ever-evolving culture. In the true spirit of 
self-determination, we are working to ensure prosperity for the Gugu Badhun 
people that enables the protection, maintenance, care and development of our 
community, culture and country.
It’s been a long journey to where we are at today and it is because of our 
elders’ knowledge, strength and determination. It is now the responsibility of 
our Gugu Badhun young people to carry on this work into the future.
Janine Gertz
Dale Gertz
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Introduction
This is a story of achievement in the face of adversity. It is the story of the 
Gugu Badhun people from the upper Burdekin River in North Queensland: 
an Aboriginal group which, like others, experienced the anguish of invasion, 
dispossession and discrimination but still maintained its solidarity, identity and 
connectedness to country. In the aftermath of colonisation, the Gugu Badhun 
successfully negotiated new roles for themselves and established new niches 
in a radically transformed social order. Theirs is a story shot through with 
tragedy, though with a stronger theme of triumph; a story of hardships and 
injustices met with resilience, courage and determination.
The Gugu Badhun story has never been publicly told before. It is told 
here with the full cooperation and participation of the Gugu Badhun people 
themselves. Much of the narrative has been taken from interviews with Gugu 
Badhun people, interspersed with commentary and analysis by the four co-au-
thors. The fact that one of those co-authors (Yvonne Cadet-James) is herself 
a Gugu Badhun elder gives special value to our account of the Gugu Badhun 
experience. This is an innovative and collaborative enterprise, bridging the 
worlds of historical scholarship and Aboriginal oral tradition through personal 
relationships, tribal affiliations and collegial connections. For further detail on 
the genesis of this book, see Appendix 1: How this history was written.
Some elements of the Gugu Badhun story will be instantly recognisable by 
anyone acquainted with the history of Australia’s colonisation. These include 
the violence of frontier days, the exploitation that followed Aboriginal people 
being ‘let in’ to the pastoral stations, the subjugation of Aboriginal people 
under Queensland’s notorious Act, and the experiences of workers denied 
access to their own earnings. But here, those familiar elements assume new 
and sometimes surprising shape as our story focuses on the experiences of a 
single language group, whose ways of confronting the challenges of colonial-
ism were not necessarily the same as other groups. In this — pin-pointing the 
particularity of a specific group’s encounters with the colonial, and later the 
national, state — lies one of the book’s many points of originality.
Introduction
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This level of particularity is timely. The broad parameters of Australian 
Indigenous history are now well established and widely known, so it is time to 
get down to a more specific level of engagement, a level that recognises differ-
ences, as well as similarities, in Indigenous groups’ experiences of colonial 
domination and the manner in which they exercised agency.
The Gugu Badhun people are particularly appropriate for such explo-
rations of diversity. Their country is a long way from Australia’s capitals, 
although not so far from the regional cities of Cairns and Townsville; it 
Map 1. Queensland, Australia, showing location of Gugu Badhun country
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lies away from the coast but not in the remote interior; it is in an accessible, 
though not commonly visited, part of North Queensland. So, the Gugu 
Badhun occupy a position somewhere between that of the remote commu-
nities of the north and centre on the one hand, and the urban peoples of the 
capital cities on the other, both of which have been the commonest focus of 
previous histories of Aboriginal groups.
The Gugu Badhun were among the first Aboriginal groups in inland 
northern Australia to encounter European intruders, specifically Ludwig 
Leichhardt’s exploratory party in 1845. After the pastoral invasion in the 
1860s, the Gugu Badhun were among the Aboriginal groups that held 
out longest against the squatters, the rough and fissured character of their 
country facilitating a lengthy resistance. Following their incorporation into 
the pastoral economy during the 1860s, the Gugu Badhun continued to assert 
their autonomy and members of the group were among the first Aboriginal 
people in the district to leave the pastoral stations to seek employment 
and opportunity in local towns in the 1940s. A Gugu Badhun man, Dick 
Hoolihan, became one of the most outspoken Aboriginal political leaders in 
North Queensland in the 1950s and 1960s. Those traditions — of autonomy 
and activism — are still cherished and maintained by Gugu Badhun people 
today, as this book explains.
The story we tell is multi-faceted. It lays bare the violence and oppression 
experienced by Gugu Badhun people, but also acknowledges the inter-racial 
cooperation and friendships that were equally part of their experience. It tells 
of a people whose options were limited by state power and popular racism, 
but also of a people who remained proud and undaunted, making their own 
decisions for their own collective and individual benefit. It conveys new under-
standings of Aboriginal–European interactions and of how Aboriginal people 
maintained their identities and exercised agency. This is a timely book for an 
Australia in which notions of Indigenous autonomy and self-determination are 
being re-imagined and re-configured.
Ernie Hoolihan, 2006 
(From video by Ralph Rigby)
Richard Hoolihan, 2006 
(From video by Agnes Hannan)
Ernie Raymont, 2005 
(From video by Agnes Hannan)
Jeffrey Kennedy, 2006 
(From video by Bob James)
Harry Gertz Jnr, 2006 
(From video by Ralph Rigby)
Flora Hoolihan, 2004 
(From video by Ralph Rigby)
Don Atkinson, 2005 
(From video by Agnes Hannan)
Hazel Illin, 2006 
(From video by Bob James)
Ailsa Snider on country at Reedy Brook station on the Burdekin, 2004 
(Photo Sue McGinty)
Sisters Beryl Buller and Kathy Edwards, 2006 
(From video by Bob James)
Alan Atkinson, 2007 
(From video by Bob James)
Frank Gertz, 2006 
(From video by Ralph Rigby)
Noel Gertz, 2005 
(From video by Ralph Rigby)
Elsie Thomson, 2006 
(From video by Bob James)
Dale Gertz, on country, 2008 
(Photo Lachlan McMahon)
Vincent Snider, 2006 
(From video by Bob James) 
Yvonne Cadet-James on country at Reedy 
Brook station on the Burdekin, 2004 
(Photo Sue McGinty)
Margaret Gertz, 2005 
(From video by Agnes Hannan)
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